The pathology of adrenocortical neoplasia: a correlated structural and functional approach to the diagnosis of malignant disease.
The structural and functional characteristics of nine functioning adrenocortical tumors (four adenomas and five carcinomas) causing Cushing's syndrome or virilization were studied. All tumors that we considered to show histologic evidence of malignant disease and that subsequently metastasized or recurred also showed in cell culture at least one significant functional or behavioral difference from benign tumors. No single defect was common to all carcinomas, but predominant changes included secretion of precursor steroids, such as 11-deoxycortisol (S) and a blunted or absent response to ACTH. All adenomase examined were normal in these respects in comparison with nondiseased cortical cells in culture. In carcinomas whose functions deviated only minimally from normal the presence of highly differentiated ultrastructural characteristics did not, however, confer a better prognosis.